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I have learned not “o
Speak my truth
Because ¢ offends
The powers that be.

T have learned
To sdence my voice
For ¢ pleases
The powers that be.

have learned
To parrot the party e
For ¢ sdences
The powers that be.

The Incident

My ears were burning, my mouth was dry, my stomach
was tied in knots. I could feel myself becoming enraged as I
sat listening to the “icebreaker” activity for the morning. The
superintendent of our midsize Unified School District located
in Central Cahfornra was joking about the :Qassage' of th

ct and 1nt§
rra'mgd school _hfre'f te, Lin

me Pacific Even
“not real, the intent and effect

I st‘on those of us in the room.
n‘& and outrag hat what had been

ducated Latrno

of the activity

I was appalled,
perceived among
ed, anti-immigrant, and bigoted
and made light of within thi
that was havrng trouble tee

Breaking the Silence:
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class except for four La¥inos, were very comfortable with the
activity and did not feel the offense and disrespect that it
implied. They were all laughing and enjoying themselves as
I was sitting there, about to have an anxiety attack.

I began a tumultuous internal dialogue to decide what I
should do. Do I stay quiet and go along? Do I assume that
nobody else feels the same way I do, so maybe I am being
overly sensitive?

Or do I recognize it for the racism that it represents to me,
decide that this is enough, and speak out?

Do I find my voice and break the silence? If I do, what do
I say? Do I say I find this insensitive? Offensive? Indicative
of the underlying reason why Latinos have such a difficult
time succeeding in this district? And what if I do speak up?
What are the consequences? At what point do I say enough
is enough?

All those questions were reeling around in my head as
I sat there listening to the jokes, getting more and more
sickened by the meeting. I felt alone and isolated—the only
one among my colleagues who was having difficulty with
the activity, the only one not enjoying this “icebreaker” on
the first day back. I wanted this turmoil to end. I wanted to
break my silence, but I dared not. The consequences were too
great
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Daily, I needed to decide: When do I break the silence of rac-
ism and the implied complicity? Is this the hill I am willing
to die on? Is this the bridge I am going to cross?

My sdence speaks volumes
If only one would lister
My sdence
(s not compliance
Nor acceptanrce
I¢ s my cloak
of survival




The Decision

There are many reasons why we choose, as people of
color, not to give voice to our experiences with the sqQcial
injustices that are visited on us at many different tipfes

our personal and professional lives. However, in_America -,

there comes a time in the life of every person of colpr
up the cause of social justice, human rights, and dgipacr

by ending the complicity that is implied by our notfpeaking

out. Nevertheless, the decision to break the sif€
inordinate courage, for there are consequfnce
imagined, for not going along, not playing the game,
helping to maintain the status quo. B T
The inner turmoil I faced that day wasdormly oné '
instances. At times I have spoken up at peetis
a price. I have been ostracized from the gip -ﬁu’ 3
for promotions, and had my ideas questionadLIhe¢

However, I paid a price to myself. The moment I realize
must answer to myself, the feelings of self-doubt begin anew
It is at these times that the reality hits—if not me, who?
Who will finally offer another perspective? There are no easy
answers. It requires courage and fearlessness from within that
is not easy to find but necessary for every person of color
working in a mainstream institution.

In her groundbreaking book on racism, Beverly Tatum
(1998) eloquently writes:

Breaking the silence undoubtedly requires cour-
age. How can we find the courage we need? This
is a question I ask myself a lot, because I too
struggle with fear. (203)

As I struggled to find the courage to break the silence, my
reflections led me to a poetic journey of self-discovery and
self-reflection that has truly allowed me to find my voice
within a mainstream setting; that has allowed me, once and
for all, to end my complicity. The public debate took place
internally through poetry, often during those public debacles
where I searched in vain for my voice.

Reflection

Poetry has provided a cocoon within which I engage in
personal reflection and redefinition as I explore the many
dimensions of my being, personal and professional. I wrote
the following poem after the “icebreaker” incident to capture
the tumult inside me.
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As I reflect on the events of that day and others like it, I
am struck by the overflow of emotions, the intense anger,
the second-guessing. Why did I not speak up? Why did I not
leave? Did my participation imply agreement? What does
it take for me to leave? What is involved in speaking up?
When am I being oversensitive? When am I overreacting to
events?

Poetry has helped me get a handle on my feelings. I have
used poetry to achieve inner peace. My reflective poetry has
taken me on a healing journey in which I have begun a quest
for answers, help, insight, and inspiration. It has allowed
me to reach my Rosa Parks decision, “to live a life divided
no more,” as outlined by Parker Palmer (1997, 167). Palmer
defines the divided life as one in which “the heart becomes
a totally owned subsidiary of the organization” (167).

We inhabit institutional settings, including school
and work and civic society, because they harbor
opportunities that we value. But the claims those
institutions make on us are sometimes at odds with
our hearts—for example, the demand for loyalty to
the corporation, right or wrong, versus the inward
imperative to speak truth. (167)

Palmer describes a “Rosa Parks decision” and a decision to
align our personal selves with our public selves in order for
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our souls to survive. The following poem helped to clarify
for me how I needed to integrate the parts of my life into a
united and unified whole:

When I 2ried 2o break my lfe
Into diserete pieces
T realized ¢ was ot
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My reflective poetry has given voice to the silence that
enshrouded me and allowed me to make some very difficult,
life-altering decisions. I currently find solace in sharing my
poetry with others and discussing the feelings we share as we
fight for social justice and pay a price—social, personal, or
professional—for battling the insidious racism that abounds
in our society, plagues our institutions, and affects our lives.
As I work to create the just society we all deserve, I have
found many allies who are willing to take up the struggle
alongside me. My poetry continues to guide me.

The brid ges we budd
From our heart
To our soul
Can allow our spirdt
To be set free
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Revelations

Breaking the silence has become a reality as I have taken
comfort in trusting my own feelings, appreciating the

patience it takes to achieve social change and social justice,
understanding the significance of not just finding my voice
but giving voice to others, and, most of all, acknowledging
that I need to be kind to myself in the healing process.

The lved experiesce
T struggle with
Is tantamount o the
Hoped experience I imagine.

I have had to work on understanding that within the
context in which I feel and experience racism, even if no
racism is meant, it is there. I have had to learn to trust my
own feelings and to realize that racism will not go away if I
doubt my own instincts and start to question if I am being
oversensitive, if I am reading the situation wrong, if I am the
one at fault.

I have realized that I need to act on the reality I perceive,
and not the reality that those perpetrating injustices are pro-
fessing. I cannot allow others to define my feelings for me. I
alone make the decision of when to act, when to pull back,
and why.

I have also begun to understand that to be an agent of
change I not only have to find my own voice, but I also
have to start listening to the voices of others, especially the
voices of those I perceive as racist when they claim not to be
so. Why do I interpret their behavior as so offensive? If they
mean no disrespect, why do I have such a strong physiologi-
cal response to their questions, comments, innuendoes, and
activities? It is difficult to get a grasp on how these interac-
tions play out and what is the appropriate response in these
situations. Attempting to understand those who are different
and to@tnpathize truly with their right to hold different views
of i le simultaneously fighting the injustices that
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Whose story do we Zell

“When we Zell owr story

Is ¢ the story of those who
Have come before wus?

Or i/zé story of those who will

/ ;C\Mé after us?

Zory do we create
wé reate our lives-
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Ml éaiéd the past?
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care the future?
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disgust. [ never did discuss that day with them, but I do
der if they had the same feelings I had. This particular school
district wanted minority voices within their ranks. However,
they were not willing to listen with open hearts, nor were
they willing to participate in a dialogue that examined their
own beliefs and practices.

The decision to leave was a difficult one. On the one
hand, I felt as if I was letting mi gente down. I was not going
to be there to offer a voice or reason or a different perspec-
tive. I kept thinking, if their tactics succeed in driving out all
the educated Latinos, how can we begin to effect change for
our less fortunate brethren? On the other hand, I knew that
by staying in that environment, where my beliefs were being
called into question and my physical health was suffering, I
would not be effective in helping my people. I knew I had to
make a choice, and even though it was not easy to leave my
friends and colleagues, I had to move on in order to bring

day. It may not even Hdppen Y,@'i'ce

about much greater change.

no longer silenced, where I do not fear sanctions for
kingtup, and where my perspective as a Latina is sought
ciated, and respected. In this place, I have found
touch many lives and influence policies that have
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‘WieEre I can be whole again.
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Part of ourselves and

Stdl be whole.

My path of reflection has led me home. U5
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